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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY

Highly erratic and localized in occurrence. Rather common along western edge of
southern deserts, fairly common but erratic from year to year in Santa Clara Co. (Kaiser 1976)
and on coastal slope from Monterey Co. south, and uncommon in foothills surrounding
Central Valley. Present mostly from April through September. Breeds in open oak or other
arid woodland and chaparral, near water. Rarely breeds along immediate coast. Typical
habitats include valley foothill hardwood, valley foothill hardwood-conifer, and, in southern
California, desert riparian, palm oasis, pinyon-juniper, and lower montane habitats. Nearby
herbaceous habitats often used for feeding. Winters erratically in southern coastal lowlands
and Colorado River Valley; can be common locally. Small numbers also winter in northern
California (Grinnell and Miller 1944, McCaskie et al. 1979, Garrett and Dunn 1981).

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

Feeding: Eats mostly seeds; also a few insects. Favored seeds include pigweed,
fiddleneck, starthistle, and chamise (Martin et al. 1961). Feeds on forbs and shrubs, plucking
seeds from plants. Also gleans seeds from ground.

Cover: Uses trees and shrubs for nesting, resting, escape, and other cover. Perches on
fences and transmission wlres.

Reproduction: Builds nest in dense foliage of a tree or shrub. Prefers to nest in an oak;
also uses cypress or planting of deodar cedar (Grinnell and Miller 1944), riparian thicket,
other species (Garrett and Dunn 1981). Most often nests near water in open, arid woodland
(Garrett and Dunn 1981), but also uses chaparral.

Water: Apparently requires drinking water (Grinnell and Miller 1944, Linsdale 1950); often
bathes (Linsdale 1950, Coutlee 1968b).

Pattern: Requires open woodland or shrubland, a nearby source of water, and forb and
shrub seeds.

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal activity.

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Most individuals that breed in California winter in other
southwestern states and in northern Mexico, and are absent from September to March.
Moderate numbers winter erratically in southern coastal lowlands and Colorado River Valley,
but few remain in northern California.



Home Range: In Monterey Co., ranged up to 0.8 km (0.5 mi) from nest to feed or drink
(Linsdale 1957).

Territory: Diameter of territory around nest was 18-22 m (60-72 ft) (Linsdale 1950) and 11
m (36 ft) (Linsdale 1957) in Monterey Co., and 10-15 m (33-50 ft) elsewhere in California
(Coutlee 1968a). Occasionally nests colonially: Hanna (in Bent 1968) reported " a dozen"
nests in a small juniper, and Dawson (1923) recorded 10 nests in 2 adjacent trees.

Reproduction: Breeding season begins in late March or early April. A monogamous
breeder; nests singly or near several other pairs. Lays 3-6 eggs per clutch, usually 4 or 5.
Incubation lasts 12-13 days (Coutlee 1966). Altricial young tended by both parents and leave
nest at about 11 days. Probably breeds first at 1 yr (Harrison 1978).

Niche: Apparently some competition for nest sites between lesser and Lawrence's
goldfinches (Coutlee 1966). Closely associated with oaks. Occurs in flocks throughout year,
sometimes with other seedeaters; other goldfinches, house finches, juncos, lark sparrows.
Attracted to salt (Ehrlich et al. 1988).

REFERENCES

Bent, A. C. (O. L. Austin, Jr., ed.). 1968. Life histories of North American cardinals,
grosbeaks, buntings, towhees, finches, sparrows, and allies. 3 Parts. U.S. Natl. Mus.
Bull. 237. 1889pp.

Coutlee, E. L. 1966. The comparative behavior of lesser and Lawrence's goldfinches.
Ph.D. Thesis, Univ. California, Los Angeles. 125pp.

Coutlee, E. L. 1968a. Comparative breeding behavior of lesser and Lawrence's goldfinches.
Condor 70:288-242.

Coutlee, E. L. 1968b. Maintenance behavior of lesser and Lawrence's goldfinches. Condor
70:378-384.

Dawson, W. L. 1923. The birds of California. 4 Vols. South Moulton Co., San Diego. 2121pp.
Ehrlich, P. R., D. S. Dobkin, and D. Wheye. 1988. The Birder's handbook. Simon and

Schuster, New York. 785pp.
Garrett, K., and J. Dunn. 1981. Birds of southern California. Los Angeles Audubon Soc.

408pp.
Grinnell, J., and A. H. Miller. 1944. The distribution of the birds of California. Pac. Coast

Avifauna No. 27. 608pp.
Harrison, C. 1978. A field guide to the nests, eggs and nestlings of North American birds.

W. Collins Sons and Co., Cleveland, OH. 416pp.
Kaiser, S. 1976. Passerine migration through the Inner Coast Range of central California.

M.A. Thesis, San Jose State Univ., San Jose. 120pp.
Linsdale, J. M. 1950. Observations on the Lawrence goldfinch. Condor 52:255-259.
Linsdale, J. M. 1957. Goldfinches on the Hastings Natural History Reservation. Am. Midl.

Nat. 57:1-119.
Martin, A. C., H. S. Zim, and A. L. Nelson. 1961. American wildlife and plants, a guide to

wildlife food habits. Dover Publ., Inc., New York. 500pp.
McCaskie, G., P. De Benedictis, R. Erickson, and J. Morlan. 1979. Birds of northern

California, an annotated field list. 2nd ed. Golden Gate Audubon Soc., Berkeley. 84pp.

Species notes are designed to support the species-habitat relationships database models in the California Wildlife Habitat Relationships (CWHR) System 
and are also published within the current version of the CWHR software.  Please cite as:  California Department of Fish and Game.  California Interagency 
Wildlife Task Group.  2005.  California Wildlife Habitat Relationships version 8.1 personal computer program.  Sacramento, California.




